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Nikki peered out the window at the pouring rain as he settled Frankie-Jean at the table with a peeled hard- 
boiled egg, a banana, and a bowl of instant oatmeal, plus her favorite Cinderella cup of orange juice. "Is 
everything good, sweetie?" he asked her. 


‘Looks yummy, Daddy," Frarkie-Jean chirped. 


"Okay, then, let me go get mine and we'll have our yummy breakfast together before | take you back to 
Mommy's place," Nikki said. 


"Okay, Daddy," the little girl nodded. 


Nikki moved back to the ‘working’ end of the kitchen and loaded up his own plate with a couple of eggs, a 
banana, and a bowl of oatmeal, then grabbed his own glass of juice plus a cup of coffee. Balancing it all 
carefully, he joined his daughter at the table in the eat-in end of the kitchen. He smiled as Frankie-~Jean broke 
open the white of her egg to pop the yolk out and scarf that down first thing. 


"Why do you do that, sweetie?" he asked. 


"Cuz | like the white part best, when the eggs are hard-boiled," Frankie-Jean explained. "Mommy says to save 
the best for last, so | save the white part for last.. except | like the oatmeal best too, so | don't know if | 


should save the white part or the oatmeal for last." 


Nikki chuckled. "How about you save the oatmeal for last, only because itll stay hot longer than the white part 
of the egg," he suggested. "What about the banana?" 


"Can you cut up the banana and put it in the oatmeal?" she asked. 


"Sure thing," Nikki said. He tried to reach the drawer holding the silverware by leaning his chair backwards, but 
nearly fell over, to his daughter's loud laughter, so he gave her an exaggerated pout before getting up and 
grabbing a butter knife from the drawer. He'd just finished slicing her banana when his phone rang. He dumped 
the sliced fruit into Frankie-Jean's oatmeal and grabbed it. "Hello?" 


"Is me, Nikki," his ex-wife Donna's voice sounded in his ear. "Mary's asked me to come to a meeting at her 
place this afternoon, so | need you to keep Frankie-Jean until five, maybe six, okay? Thanks, Nikki, I'll call if the 


meeting's going to run later than that." She hung up before he could answer. 


He knew Mary was Mary McGuckian, who'd directed Donna's last film, and assumed the meeting was most 
likely about another film opportunity for Donna. Still, Nikki blew out a frustrated sigh. He'd had plans to go see 
James Michael, his boyfriend of six months, after dropping off his daughter. "Frankie-Jean, that was Mommy," 
he told her. "She had something come up, and asked me to keep you here until later today, okay?" 


"Okay," the little girl said agreeably. She took a drink of her juice, giving herself an orange mustache. "What are 


we gonna do?" 

Nikki grinned at Frankie-Jean's orange-rimmed mouth and reached over to blot away the moisture with a 
napkin. "| don't know yet. | was supposed to visit a friend after | dropped you off, so | suppose I'll have to call 
and see if maybe he'd like to come over here instead. Maybe we can all play Candyland or something, if he 
does. I'll call him when breakfast is over, then we can make our plans." 


Frankie-Jean nodded. "Which friend?" she asked. 


"James," Nikki told her. "| know you met him once before, but you met a whole bunch of people at the studio 
that day, so | don't know if you'd remember him. He's part of Sixx AM, the singer." 


"Umm..." the little girl scrunched up her face in thought as she spooned up some oatmeal. "I dunno if | 


remember him." 
Nikki scarfed down his own meal and smiled. "Well, it's okay. | don't remember everyone | meet either!" 
Frankie-Jean giggled. 


Once they'd finished, Nikki settled Frankie-Jean in front of the tv with a Disney movie, then pulled his phone 


back out and called James. 


"What's up, Nikki?" James said when he picked up. 

"Donna called and said she's got a meeting with her director, and | gotta keep Frankie-Jean until five or six," 
Nikki said. "But | don't wanna miss out on spending the day with you like we planned. Are you willing to come 
over here, knowing my kid's gonna be here? | figured we could play Candyland or one of her other board 


games." 


‘Of course l'm willing," James said. "Ever go for a walk in the rain with her? You can find some pretty neat 


stuff in nature when it's raining like it is today." 

"No, | haven't. Is that a suggestion, then?" Nikki asked. 

"Yeah. You got a crock pot?" James asked. 

"Yeah, why, you gonna cook something?” Nikki wanted to know. 

James chuckled. "My nephew loved to help make dinner when he was around Frankie-Jean's age. We can throw 
together something like a pot roast with potatoes and carrots in the crock pot, go on our walk, and by the 
time we're done and dried off - and fair warning, chances are good she'll need a bath - dinner will be ready. 
She'll go home fed and happy, then we'll have the evening to ourselves." 


"Now that sounds wonderful,” Nikki purred, smiling. 


James smiled. "Yeah, it does," he agreed. "I'll swing by the supermarket and be right over, maybe in an hour or 


so, depending on how bad the lines are. | look forward to meeting Frankie-Jean properly.’ 

"| can't wait to see you, babe," Nikki murmured. 

"| can't wait to see you either," James said softly. "Let me get going, so I'll be there sooner" 

Nikki laughed. "Yeah, go. I'll be waiting." He hung up with a grin and headed back to the living room, flopping down 
beside his daughter and listening to her chatter about the movie. The doorbell rang almost as soon as the 
movie ended. 


Frankie-Jean ran to open it. "Hil Are you James? Daddy said | met you once, but | don't remember." 


James chuckled. "Well, it's very good to meet you again, Frankie-Jean, and yes, I'm James." He shifted the 
grocery bags so he could offer his hand to the little girl. 


‘Its good to meet you, too, James," Frankie-Jean said, shaking his hand. "Whatcha got there?" 


James smiled. "I thought you might like to help make dinner for tonight, and then we'll go exploring, what do 
you think?" 


"Kids can cook?" Frankie-~Jean asked, looking awed. "I don't know how to cook." 
"Well, your Daddy and | can show you what to do," James told her. 
"Really?" she asked. 

"Really," Nikki confirmed. "Hey, James.” 


"Hey, Nikki," James answered with a slightly awkward smile, not quite sure how to greet his boyfriend with 


Frankie-Jean there. 


Nikki stepped forward and gave James a light hug, taking one of the bags from him. "I suppose we want to get 
the food going right away?" 


"Yeah," James said. "It'll take a minimum of three hours to cook." 


"To the kitchen, then!" Nikki announced dramatically, to giggles from his daughter, who ran ahead of the two 


men. 
"What do | do first?" she asked eagerly. 


"Wash your hands," James told her with a grin. "You always want to have clean hands when you start 


preparing food." 

All three of them washed up and Nikki got out the crock pot. He put the roast into the crock with just a little 
water, and seasoned it while James showed Frankie-Jean how to use a vegetable peeler on the potatoes. Once 
she had them peeled, he took charge of dicing them to go into the pot. 

Nikki grinned when he saw the frozen pre-sliced carrots. "Cheating?" 

"Nah," James said. "Just making life a little easier." 


Nikki laughed and dumped the bag of carrots into the crock pot. "What's left?" 


"Just dump in the onions," James said, adding the potatoes to the pot. "I got a bag of those little ones, so no 


one's eyes would sting from them." 


"Smart move," Nikki agreed, doing as James asked. He turned on the crock pot and looked at his boyfriend with 


a smile. "Okay, what's next on the agenda?" 


James grinned. "Now, we go on an adventure!" he announced dramatically. "We're going to head down to the park 


and see what's around." 


Frankie-Jean looked confused. "But it's raining. Mommy says I'm not supposed to go out in the rain, cuz I'll get 


wet and muddy and maybe I'll get sick" 


"Well, you won't get sick if you make sure you warm up and dry off once we come back," James said. "So what 


do you say, are you ready for an adventure?" 
"Okay!" Frankie-Jean ran to get her boots and rain poncho. 


Nikki took advantage of his daughter's momentary absence to steal a soft kiss from James. "I think I'm gonna 
let her know we're together, if that's okay with you? | mean, we still couldn't go nuts with PDA around her, 
but | don't want to worry that she'll freak out if she sees us kiss or hold hands or something.” 


"Yeah, it's fine with me," James said, a little breathlessly. He knew that letting Frankie-Jean know about their 
relationship meant Nikki really was serious about the two of them - that he saw a long-term future for 


them. "You tell her however you think is best." 


Nikki smiled. "I will. You're damn good with her, babe, and | love that you're willing to come hang out with us 
both, when it was supposed to be us on a date. | wouldn't have blamed you if you didn't want to spend a day 


with a six-year-old." 


"She's yours," James said simply. "You come as a package deal. If | wasn't willing to have some kind of 
relationship with her, | wouldn't have taken up with you. | mean, yeah, | don't wanna get too pushy or anything, 
but I'd like to get along well with her at the very least. | never really thought one way or the other about 
having kids, but | do enjoy spending time with my nephew and niece when | get the chance." 


"You're amazing, babe," Nikki murmured. He grabbed a baseball cap from the closet and pulled it on, then 


shoved his own feet into boots. "Christ, do | even have something that resembles a raincoat?" 
James laughed. "I got an emergency poncho in my car, if you want to use it" 

"Probably a good idea," Nikki admitted as Frankie-~Jean ran back into the kitchen 

‘Im all ready," she announced. "Where are we going?" 


"I thought we'd drive down to the park," James said. "Have you ever gotten a pigeon to eat from your hand?" 
he asked as they headed out to Nikki's car since it already held Frankie-Jean's booster seat. "Oh, hang on, let 
me grab that poncho, Nikki." He detoured to his car and grabbed the poncho as well as his own baseball cap 
and a small bag of birdseed before hopping into the passenger seat of Nikki's car while his boyfriend buckled 
his daughter into her safety booster seat. 


Frankie-Jean picked up the conversation immediately, to a smile from her father. "Uh-uh, pigeons run away 


unless you throw ‘em food, but even then, they'll run if you go too close.” 


Nikki slid in behind the wheel. "Well, sweetie, think how big you are compared to a pigeon. If you tripped and fell 


on one, the poor pigeon would get squished! Do you blame ‘em for being scared of you?" 
"No, | guess not," the little girl admitted. "But | still wish they wouldn't run away." 


"Well, the park pigeons are used to people feeding them, so when it's rainy like this, they're likely to be a little 
bolder because they're hungry," James said. "If you hold still enough, sometimes you can get them to come 


right up and eat from your hand. Think you can do it?" 
"| wanna try!" Frankie-Jean said, looking enthralled. "What else can you do in the park when it's raining?" 


"You can make leaf-boats and sail them on puddles," James said. "And sometimes you can spot other animals 


that you won't normally see when it's sunny out." 

"And stomping in puddles to see who can make the biggest splash can be fun, too," Nikki put in, grinning. 
Frankie-Jean giggled. "Daddy! That's so silly!" 

"Why is it silly?" Nikki asked. 

"Um... | dunno," she admitted with more giggles. 


They pulled up at the park and hurried through the downpour to one of the little picnic pavilions scattered 
around the place, where they were greeted by a soft rustling and cooing from above. A dozen or so pigeons 
nestled in the rafters, taking shelter from the weather. The birds shuffled around a little and settled back 
down as the trio sat at the picnic table. 


"Put your arm flat out on the table with your hand open," James instructed Frankie-Jean. "I'm gonna put some 
birdseed in your hand, and those pigeons up above us are likely to come down and eat. Keep your hand open 
flat on the table, so they don't nip you by accident, and try not to move if they climb up onto your arm, 
okay?" 


He laughed as Nikki also followed his instructions, then he poured a small amount of birdseed into their hands. 
He did the same with his own hand, and the cooing got louder, then a flutter sounded, and one inquisitive bird 
landed on the table to cautiously peck at the seeds in Nikki's hand. More flutters and coos filled the air as the 
rest of the pigeons caught on that someone brought lunch and launched themselves from the rafters to the 


tables. 


Frankie-Jean's eyes grew wide as several birds crowded around her hand, pecking at the seeds and cooing. One 
pigeon hopped up on her wrist to better get at the food she held. "Daddy! James! The pigeon's sitting on me!" 


she announced in a loud whisper, trying not to scare it. "It tickles!" 


Nikki pulled his phone from his pocket and brought up the camera. The pictures he took at were at a funny 
angle given that he only had one free hand himself, the other being covered with birds, but he captured the 
look of awe and huge smile on his daughter's face perfectly. As the seeds vanished, the birds launched 
themselves back towards the rafters, with one bold little fellow sitting on Frankie-Jear's hand and allowing her 
to pet him for a moment before joining the other pigeons up above. Nikki managed to get a really good shot of 
that. 


Frankie-Jean launched herself at James as soon as the last bird flew away. "That was soooo cooll" she 


exclaimed, giving him a huge hug. "Thankyouthankyouthankyou!" 
James smiled and hugged her back. "You're welcome, Frankie-Jean. Shall we go explore now?" 
"Okay!" she said enthusiastically. Taking both men's hands, she tugged them out of the pavilion into the rain. 


As they explored the park, she pointed out several earthworms on the edges of the walkway, a spider web 
adorned with water droplets and looking like a lace doily, and a small rabbit huddled under a shrub. Then she 
shrieked when a huge bullfrog croaked loudly almost at her feet, startling her so that she slipped and fell on 
her backside. But then she giggled as the frog hopped away, obviously wanting to get away from the noisy and 
huge creature that had invaded its space. 


Nikki groaned and facepalmed. "Yeah... someone's getting a bath when we get home." 
"If l'm getting a bath, can | play in the puddles?" Frankie-Jean asked hopefully, as James tried not to laugh. 
"Oh... all right," Nikki capitulated, unable to resist the pleading eyes his daughter turned on him. 


Frankie-Jean whooped as she scrambled to her feet, darting a few feet away to jump squarely into a mud 


puddle at the side of the walkway. "Yeah!" she cheered as she managed to splatter both Nikki and James. 


"Oh, you did not just do that,” Nikki laughed. He took a running jump and came down with a splat! in the middle 
of the mud puddle, with the resulting splash soaking Frankie-Jean from head to toe and getting James from 


about the waist down. 


James laughed and called, "My turn!" before taking his own flying leap into the puddle beside Nikki, who took the 
brunt of the soaking while inadvertently shielding his daughter behind himself. 


The trio continued to splash in puddles and then Nikki got the bright idea for them to ‘sled down a hill with a 
fair amount of runoff saturating the grass, using a plastic garbage can lid as their toboggan. This worked 
better than Nikki expected, shooting them down the grass to land waist-deep in the shallow and surprisingly 
cold creek at the bottom of the hill. 


"| w-w-wanna go ag-g-g-gain!" Frankie-Jean said through chattering teeth. 


James took one look at the grinning but blue-lipped little girl and called time. "I think we better start heading 
back to the car, actually," he said. "We gotta check on that pot roast soon, anyway.” 


"Aww," Frankie-Jean pouted. But she didn't protest further and kept darting ahead to look at one thing or 
another as they headed for the parking lot. On her third foray, she came running back with something in her 
hand. "Daddy! | found a slug! Can | keep him?" 


Nikki managed to keep his jaw from dropping in disbelief at the huge and slimy-looking creature in his 
daughter's hand. "Uh.. better not, sweetie, | don't think Mommy would like it very much if you brought a slug 


home. Find a good spot for him and leave him there, please." 


She heaved a big theatrical sigh. "Okay, Daddy," she said. Then she moved over to a shrub and deposited her 
slug gently onto a sturdy-looking leaf. "Bye, Mister Goopy!" she said to it before running back to Nikki and 
James. "Are you sure he'll be okay, Daddy?" 


"m sure he'll be fine,” Nikki said, shooting James a ‘help me out here, glance. "| mean, | don't think slugs make 


very good pets anyway." 


"They really don't," James confirmed. "They're used to living outside, and they don't like being kept indoors. He'll 
be much happier staying here, | promise." He paused, then added, "Before we get to the car, scrub your hands 
on the grass for a bit, Frankie-Jean, okay? The water from our clothes is gonna be bad enough on the inside 


of Daddy's car, we don't need any slime from Mister Goopy making it worse." 


"Okay," Frankie-Jean agreed, doing just that, then wiping her hands on her soaked jeans. "Okay, they're clean," 
she announced, just as the little group arrived at the entrance to the parking lot. 


"Thank you, sweetie," Nikki said, although he looked less than pleased at the thought of all their dripping wet 
selves sitting in his car for the ride back to his place. But he buckled Frankie-Jean into her booster seat as 
James settled into the passenger seat, then he slid behind the wheel with a wet squelch. "Might have to call 


Donna and ask her to pick up Frankie-Jean,' he commented. "I'll be lucky if these seats dry out by mid-week!" 
He started the car and turned up the heat to ward off the chill from their soaked clothes. 


"We can always take my car," James said. "Put towels down on her booster, or maybe plastic bags or 


something, that'll keep her dry enough and then we'll be okay too." 
"You'd do that?" Nikki asked. 
"Of course | would, you know that," James said smiling softly. 


"Thanks, babe," Nikki said softly. Then he bit his lip and glanced back at Frankie-Jean, who was looking at him 


curiously. "Did you have a question, sweetie?" 


"How come you called James babe?" she asked. 
"Well, it's because | like him a lot," Nikki said "James is my boyfriend now. Are you okay with that?" 
"What's a boyfriend?" Frankie-~Jean wanted to know. 


Nikki chuckled at that. "Um, well, when grown-ups have a boyfriend or girlfriend, it means they like that person 
a lot, and they might kiss and hug sometimes.” 


"Oh," Frankie-Jean said with a nod. "Okay. James is nice, so he's probably a good boyfriend." 
"He's the best," Nikki said softly, causing James to blush. 

"Thanks," James murmured. "You're a pretty darn good boyfriend yourself" 

"You two should kiss, if you're boyfriends," Frankie-Jean said with a giggle. 


Nikki looked at James with a smile. "Your call, babe,” he said softly. "| know you're kind of private about stuff 
like that." 


‘lm okay if we keep it simple," James said He turned and leaned across the center console towards Nikki. 


Nikki turned and brushed one thumb over James's cheek before leaning in to kiss him gently. He pulled back 
with a smile, then looked at his daughter with a grin "Okay, time to go home and clean up and dry off now." 


"Okay," Frankie-Jean nodded. 


Nikki put the car in gear and headed back to his place. They all hurried through the steady downpour into the 
apartment. Nikki frowned once they got inside. "James, how about you shower off while | give Frankie-Jean a 


bath, then do you mind keeping an eye on her while | shower?" 


“That's fine with me, but what do | put on when I'm out of the shower?" James asked. "I didn't think to bring a 


change with me - which was stupid, considering l'm the one who suggested hiking in the rain." 

"Grab a pair of my sweats and a t-shirt," Nikki said. "The pants'll be short, but warm and dry." 

"And warm and dry sounds really good right now," James chuckled. "All right, lets get this done." 

He proceeded to Nikki's bedroom with the en-suite featuring the walk-in shower, while his boyfriend herded 
Frankie-Jean into the second bathroom with the tub. James showered quickly, trying to save some hot water 


for Nikki, then dressed himself in the sweats and t-shirt Nikki suggested. Then he laid out another pair of 


sweats and a t-shirt for his boyfriend and hurried out to let Nikki know the shower was free as soon as 


Frankie-Jean was done. Heading to the kitchen, he peeked in at the pot roast, smiling at the aroma when he 


took the lid off to poke at the roast and the potatoes. 


Frankie-Jean came running out in a clean set of sweats, her hair in twin ponytails. "Hi, James," she chirped. 
"What are we gonna do while Daddy showers?" 


"What would you like to do?" James asked. "I don't want to suggest anything boring, you know." 
"Can we color?" she asked. 
"Sure, if you have crayons or something," James said with a grin. "I don't know where your stuff is." 


"| dol" Frankie-Jean ran for her room, returning a moment later with a pair of coloring books and a 46-count 


box of crayons. "Daddy got me the big box!" 


"So | see," James smiled as he sat at the kitchen table. "You pick which book you want to use and I'll take the 


other one, okay?" 
"Okay," she said, choosing the Little Mermaid coloring book and leaving him with Beauty and the Beast. 


James flipped through the coloring book, finding a picture of Belle walking through the village with a book in 
hand and choosing that one. He selected a brown crayon and set to work. The two colored companionably for 
about half an hour before Nikki emerged again and gave James a gentle hug. "Looks good, babe, and yours looks 
great, Frankie-Jean. Sorry | took so long, but | stopped to toss everyone's clothes in the wash." He laughed as 


his stomach growled. "How long until the food's ready, James?" 


James laughed as well. "It's appreciated, and as soon as you get plates out and we serve it," he said with a 


smile. "This is exactly why | wanted to do a crock pot dinner" 


"Great!" Nikki said with a smile as he turned to get plates out. "Will you grab drinks for everyone? Diet Coke 


for me, and Frankie-Jean, you can choose between a grape or cherry juice box." 
"Grape, please," the little girl requested with a smile at James. 


James pulled two cans of Diet Coke and a grape juice box from the fridge, setting the two soda cans on the 
table before popping the little straw into the juice box, which he then set down in front of Frankie-Jean. Then 
he gathered up the coloring books and the few crayons that hadn't found their way back to the box, moving 
them all to the fourth side of the table and out of the way. 


Nikki turned around with a pair of plates, Frankie-Jean's small Disney plate and a standard dinner plate for 
James, which he set on the table, then turned back to dish up a plate for himself before sitting down. "This all 


looks and smells wonderful, thank you, James," he said with a smile. 


"Hope it tastes as good as it looks, then," James joked. 
"It does!" Frankie-Jean chirped up. "The taters are really good, cuz | helped!" 
Both men chuckled at that. "You sure did, sweetie," Nikki said to his daughter. "Thank you for helping.” 


Everyone dug into the food, with Frankie-Jean carrying most of the conversation by giving a recap of their 
outing at the park while the two men smiled and contributed comments such as, "I know!" and "That was cool, 


wasn't it?" 


After they finished, James asked Frankie-Jean to show him where Nikki kept his food storage containers so he 
could put away the leftovers properly while Nikki moved the laundry to the dryer. They moved to the living 
room, where Nikki turned on the gas fire in a cozy counterpoint to the rain still falling outside, and they played 


Candyland together as they waited for the clothes dryer to stop. 


Donna called at 5:45 to say that she'd just walked in the door, so Nikki could bring Frankie-Jean home at any 
time. The little girl sighed but started to pack up the board game which she had just been setting up for 


another round. James helped while Nikki made sure all her clothes were packed in her overnight bag. 


"You sure you don't mind doing the driving, babe?" he asked James, coming back into the living room and 


turning off the gas fire since they were leaving the apartment. 


"| don't mind at all," James said. "Don't forget a couple of trash bags to cover the booster seat, though, since 
the whole point of me driving is so that none of us get soaked by sitting on the wet seats." 


“Thanks for reminding me," Nikki said with a grin, popping into the kitchen to grab a couple of trash bags. 
"Frankie-Jean, sweetie, you wait on the stairs where it's covered until | get your booster into James's car, 


okay?" 
"Okay, Daddy," she said. 


They exited the apartment and the two men hurried out to the cars; Nikki got the booster seat out of his car 
and James opened the back door of his so Nikki could get the seat into place and covered with the trash bags. 
Once that was done, they waved Frankie-~Jean out and Nikki buckled her in before hopping into the passenger 


seat. 


James slid behind the wheel and grinned. "Are you navigating, Nikki, or do you want to put the address into my 


GPS? As far as | know, I've never been anywhere near Donna's." 


"Do the GPS, I'm good at getting where | need to go, but | suck at giving driving directions," Nikki laughed. "| 
zone out and then l'm like, oh, hey, you need to turn.. down that road we just passed" He gave James Donna's 


address as his daughter giggled. 


James entered it in, and they made the drive in relative quiet so he could pay attention to the digital voice 
telling him where to go. As they pulled up in front of Donna's apartment building, Frankie-Jean waited for him 
to put the car in park before unbuckling herself from her seat. 


"Thank you for coming to play with me and Daddy today, James," she said with a big smile. "| had a lot of fun!" 
She leaned forward in between the backs of the front seats to give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 


James hugged back as best he could, given the awkward angle. "I had a lot of fun too, Frankie-Jean, and | hope 
we can do it again sometime," he told her with a smile. "Bye for now." 


"Bye!" Frankie-~Jean hopped out of the car and shut the door. 


Nikki escorted his daughter up to her mother's apartment, then returned to climb back in beside James, giving 
his boyfriend a smile. "Thank you so much for everything today, babe," he murmured. "Donna pissed me off to 
no end when she called to tell me to keep Frankie-Jean late. Not that | mind keeping her, of course, but Donna 
just fucking told me | had to keep her, you know? She didn't ask if | could, just expected me to adjust my plans 
for her convenience and literally hung up before | could get a word in edgewise, let alone tell her no. Jesus 


fucking Christ, what if | was supposed to fly to New York this afternoon or something?" 


James reached over to take his boyfriend's hand as they pulled back onto the road back towards Nikki's place. 
"I had fun today, Nikki," he said quietly. "Cooking together, cleaning up together, even exploring the park and 
playing Candyland with Frankie-Jean. It just felt.. right, you know?" 


"Yeah, it did," Nikki said He opened his mouth, closed it, took a deep breath and tried again. "You know, | was 


thinking.. when's your lease up?" 


"In four months, why?" James asked, firmly tamping down the hope that Nikki might have an ulterior motive 
for the question 


"Mine's up in five," Nikki said softly. "You, uh, you wanna maybe get a place together? A house with a yard so 
we got space to entertain and all, and so Frankie-~Jean has a place to play when we got too much to do to run 
out to the park. Plus we can set up a home studio in a house since there won't be shared walls that would 
mean we'd bother the neighbors no matter how good the soundproofing is. We spent the night at each other's 
place often enough to know | really like waking up next to you and I'd love to be able to do that every day." 


James nodded, unable to form words at first. He squeezed Nikki's hand and eventually managed to choke out, 


"Yeah, Nikki, I'd love to." 


